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[57] ABSTRACT 

A system visual notification area is provided to display 
visual notifications to a user. The visual notifications provide 
visual cues to a user of the nature of the intended notifica- 
tion. The visual notifications may notify a user of events, 
status information, or other information. The visual notifi- 
cations may be interactive so as to display information about 
a notification when a cursor is positioned to point at the 
notification. Moreover, the visual notifications may be inter- 
active so as to provide a means for activating a program or 
displaying a menu to respond to the notification. The visual 
notifications are displayed without substantially interrupting 
execution of any currently active programs. Furthermore, 
the visual notifications may be displayed without the pro- 
gram that is provided to respond to the notifications having 
a currently active window. 

41 Claims, 8 Drawing Sheets 
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OPERATING SYSTEM PROVIDED 
NOTIFICATION AREA FOR DISPLAYING 
VISUAL NOTIFICATIONS FROM 
APPLICATION PROGRAMS 

5 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

The present invention relates generally to data processing 
systems and. more particularly, to notification of status 
information and events in a data processing system. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Users of conventional operating systems are often unin- 
formed of events outside of the currently active program. 
For example, in many conventional operating systems, it is 15 
difficult for a user to be informed that an electronic mail 
message has arrived. Systems that do provide some form of 
notification, such as a notification of the arrival of an 
electronic mail message, generally require that the associ- 
ated program (i.e., the mail program) be visible and rurming 20 
in order for the notifications to arrive. It has also been 
difficult for users to obtain status information regarding 
resources in the computer system. For example, it is often 
difficult for users of portable computers to know whether the 
batteries in their portable computers need to be recharged 25 
and will soon be out of power. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The above-described difficulties encountered with con- 
ventional systems are overcome by the present invention by 
providing a system-wide visual notification area. In accor- 
dance with a first aspect of the present invention, a method 
is practiced on a computer system that has an output device 
and that runs an operating system. The operating system 3^ 
provides a graphical user interface on the output device. A 
portion of the graphical user interface is designated as a 
notification area for displaying notifications. Each notifica- 
tion includes a graphical object A system tool is provided in 
the computer system to display a notification in the notifi- 
cation area. An application program is run on the computer 
system, and the notification is displayed in the notification 
area using the system tool, without substantially interrupting 
the running of the application program. 

In accordance with another aspect of the present inven- 45 
tion, a first program is run on a computer system that 
provides a user interface on the output device. An applica- 
tion program is also run on the computer system. A system 
tool is provided that designates a portion of the user interface 
as a notification area that is reserved for displaying visual 50 
notifications to a user. A third program is also run on the 
computer system. This third program provides a request to 
display a selected visual notification in the notification area. 
In response to the request, the selected visual notification is 
displayed in the notification area using the system tool 35 
without substantially interrupting the running of the second 
program. 

In accordance with yet another aspect of the present 
invention, a computer system includes an output device and 
a processor for running programs. The processor runs an 60 
application program and an operating system. The operating 
system displays a graphical user interface on the output 
device. The processor also runs a system tool that displays 
visual notifications for a user in a designated notification 
area on the graphical user interface. The system tool displays 65 
the visual notifications without substantially intermptlng the 
running of the application program on the user interface. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

A preferred embodiment of the present invention will be 
described below with reference to the following figures. 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a computer system that is 
suitable for practicing the preferred embodiment to the 
present invention. 

FIG, 2 is an example showing a virtual desktop and 
taskbar notification area in accordance with the preferred 
embodiment to the present invention. 

FIG. 3 shows an example of an icon being displayed in the 
taskbar notification area in the preferred embodiment of the 
present invention. 

FIG. 4 shows an example of a tool tip being generated for 
an icon in the taskbar notification area in accordance with 
the preferred embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 5 shows an example of a window being opened in 
response to double-clicking a mouse on an icon in the 
taskbar notification area per the preferred embodiment of the 
present invention. 

FIG. 6 shows an example of a taskbar notification area 
displaying multiple icons simultaneously in accordance with 
the preferred embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 7 is a flow chart illustrating the steps that are 
performed to display an icon in the taskbar notification area 
in accordance with the preferred embodiment to the present 
invention. 

FIG. 8 is a flow chart illustrating the steps that are 
performed to modify an icon that is currently displayed in 
the taskbar notification area per the preferred embodiment to 
the present invention. 

FIG. 9 is a flow chart illustrating the steps that are 
performed to delete an icon that is currently displayed in a 
taskbar notification area in accordance with the preferred 
embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 10 is a flow chart illustrating the steps that are 
performed to notify application programs of mouse activities 
relative to an icon in the taskbar notification area per the 
prefened embodiment to the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

The preferred embodiment of the present invention pro- 
vides a taskbar notification area at a predefined location on 
a user interface wherein icons may be displayed to inform a 
user of status information and events. This dedicated taskbar 
notification area is always visible and cannot be readily 
obscured by visible non-minimized windows and the like. 
The icons are placed within the taskbar notification area 
without disrupting work flow of a user and may be placed in 
the taskbar notification area without the need for an asso- 
ciated program that requests the notifications having a 
correctly active window. The icons displayed within the 
taskbar notification area may be interactive in that tool tip 
information may be provided in response to the user point- 
ing at the icon with the mouse and the application may 
perform activities, such as the opening of an application 
window, in response to the user using the mouse to double- 
click on the icon. 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a computer system 10 that is 
suitable for practicing the preferred embodiment of the 
present invention. The computer system 10 includes a cen- 
tral processmg unit (CPU) 12 that is coupled to a number of 
peripheral devices. The peripheral devices include a video 
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display 14, a keyboard 16, and a mouse 18. The CPU 12 is 
also connected lo a memory 20 that holds a copy of an 
operating system 22, 

In the preferred embodiment of the present invention, the 
taskbar notification area is provided as part of the shell of the ^ 
operating system 22. As such, the code for implementing the 
taskbar notification area is included within the operating 
system 22. Although the preferred embodiment of the 
present invention will be described with reference to an 
implementation wherein the taskbar notification area is 10 
implemented as part of the operating system 22, those 
skilled in the ait will recognize that the taskbar notification 
area may be implemented as part of an application program 
or as a separate system resource that interacts with the 
operating system 22. Those skilled in the art will also 
appreciate that the present invention may be practiced in 
computer system configurations that differ from that shown 
in FIG, 1. The computer system of RG. 1 is intended to be 
merely illustrative. 

For purposes of the discussion below, it will be assumed 
that the operating system 22 is the "WINDOWS" 95 oper- 
ating system from Microsoft Corporation of Redmond, 
Wash. Those skilled in the art will appreciate that the present 
invention may also be practiced with other operating sys- 
tems. ^ 

FIG. 2 depicts an example of the user interface that is 
displayed by shell of the operating system 22. The user ^ 
interface includes a virtual desktop 23 with a taskbar 24 
located at the bottom of the virtual desktop. The taskbar 24 
is like that described in co-pending patent application 
entitled *Taskbar and Start Menu " Ser. No. 08/478.490. 
which is assigned to a common assignee with the present 
application and which was filed on even date herewith. The 
taskbar 24 includes a dedicated area 26 for showing a clock. 
In the example in FIG. 2 the clock displays a time of 6:54 
PM. Directly adjacent lo the clock area 26 is the taskbar 
notification area 28, In FIG. 5 the taskbar notification area is 
shown as being to the left of the clock. Nevertheless, it 
should be appreciated that the taskbar notification area may ^ 
appear at other locations relative to the clock. In the example 
shown in FIG. 2, no icon is currently displayed within the 
taskbar notification area 28. As will be described in more 
detail below, the size of the taskbar notification area 28 
increases to accommodate the space requirements needed to 
display icons and shrinks to conserve space when space 
requirements for displaying the icons decreases. 

In order to fully appreciate the operation of the taskbar 
notification area 28 in the preferred embodiment of the 
present invention, it is helpful to consider an example 50 
wherein the taskbar notification area is used. Suppose that a 
user wishes to print a word processing document. When the 
user begins to print the word processing document, the 
taskbar notification area 28 appears as shown in FIG. 3. In 
particular, a printer icon 30 is displayed within the taskbar 55 
notification area 28. The printer icon 30 is displayed without 
substantially interrupting the execution of the currently 
active application. The taskbar notification area 28 has been 
expanded from its previous size (shown in FIG. 2) to 
accommodate the display of the printer icon 30. The printer gQ 
icon 30 advises a user that at least one document is currently 
being printed. The printer icon 30 provides a visual cue that 
indicates the nature of the notification. 

Those skilled in the art will appreciate that the present 
invention is not limited to displaying icons in the taskbar 65 
notification area, rather any type of graphical object or visual 
notification may be displayed in the taskbar notification 



area. Moreover, these notifications may be accompanied by 
sound notifications, such as a chime. 

If the user uses mouse 18 to position a mouse cursor 32 
to point at the printer icon 30 within the taskbar notification 
area 28, a tool tip 34 will be displayed as shown in FIG. 4. 
The tool tip 34 is displayed solely in response to the mouse 
cursor 32 being positioned to point at the printer icon 30. In 
the example shown in FIG. 4, the tool tip indicates the 
number of documents that arc currently pending on the 
printer for the user. The tool tip that is displayed is like that 
described in co-pending patent application entitled ^Timing 
and Velocity Control for Displaying Graphical Information," 
Ser. No. 08/260,558, filed on Jun. 16, 1994, and assigned to 
a common assignee with the present application. The nature 
of the information provided by the tool tip depends upon the 
icoa shown within the taskbar notification area. In general, 
the tool tip provides information about the notification. The 
tool tip 34 provides a first level of interactivity for the icons 
in the taskbar notification area 28. 

A second level of interactivity for the icons in the taskbar 
noCification area is provided when tne mouse cursor 32 is 
po ^tiened-te-peiQt-a t an-ic o n ^ft wfthin thr taRWhaTL.n ntifi- 
cgtion area 28. and t h p n th^ "y^r 'j^>^Thlf^-diffkR a d ft s ig n Rtf d 
one of the m ouse butt on s. The applicati on program associ- 
med witli the icon receives a messag e~that--the-us£i:.has 
" aouble-clicked on the icon and then oetenmne^ What a ctions 

'to take in response to the double-clicking. In die case"grThe~ 
printer icon 30, the print manager is the appUcation that 

' receives the double-clicK messaige and, in response, it openi 

~Ihe print manager window 36, More generally, in the pre- 
terred em bodiment the-associatKU "'applicationT>FQ>4dd6.codc 
fomOTifymg an application associated with an icon in the 

^ taskbar notitication area Z» ot activities that are performed 
relative to the ic on. These activities may include feVSnts-Hke 

single chcking on the icon, double-clicking on the icon or 
the mouse cursor being positioned to point at the icon. The 
application associated with the icon receives this message 
and determines what activities to perform. 

The taskbar notification area 28 is not a static area. It 
grows and shrinks to accommodate the number of icons that 
are currently displayed within it. The taskbar notification 
area 28 is a window that may be resized and relocated. For 
example, as shown in RG. 6, the taskbar notification area 28 
has been expanded from its size in FIG. 3 to accommodate 
the display of both printer icon 30 and mail icon 38.. _The 
mail icon 38 indicates that an electronic mail message has 
'Smvca ror a use r, nlrthfef ^^ppose tiie user ihKii linikTrsft -tha 
B^tjronttnnall'^essage. m such a case, the taskbar notifi- 

'"catiuil atttU 28 shrinks in size to display only the printer icon 
30 as shown in FIG. 5. 

The above examples have related to instances wherein the 
notifications notify a user of events. It should also be 
appreciated that the notifications may convey status infor- 
mation, such as the status of a modem or the status of a 
user's batteries in a portable computer. 

The above discussion has focused on the description of 
the present invention from the user's perspective. The dis- 
cussion below will now focus on the implementation of the 
preferred embodiment of the present invention at a code 
level. 

FIG. 7 shows a flowchart of the steps that are performed 
in order to display an icon within the taskbar notification 
area 28. Initially, an application program sends a message to 
a process run within the operating system, known as the 
taskbar, which is responsible for displaying and managing 
the taskbar 24. The taskbar' s responsibilities also include 
displaying and managing the taskbar notification area 28. 
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The application program sends the message by calling the 
Shell_NotifyIcon() function as defined by the "WIN- 
DOWS" 95 operating system. This function sends a message 
to the taskbar that includes several parameters. A first of the 
parameters of the message identifies whether a user wishes 
to add an icon, modify an icon, or delete an icon from the 
taskbar notification area 28. In the present example, the 
message indicates that the user wishes to add an icon to the 
taskbar notification area. A second parameter passed in the 
message specifies the size of the information that follows the 
parameter A third parameter is a value for a window handle 
to the application program window that is sending the 
message. The window handle is a numerical identifier that 
uniquely identifies the window. 

A fourth parameter passed in this message is the unique 
identifier that is application specific. A single application 
may have multiple unique identifiers associated with it. The 
interpretation of these identifiers is at the discretion of the 
application. Additional parameters passed in the message 
include flags that identify whether fields in the message that 
follow the flags parameter are valid or not A callback 
message identifier parameter is passed as part of the mes- 
sage. The callback message identifier is an integer that 
uniquely identifies a message as a callback message. This 
callback message identifier is used by the taskbar to send 
callback messages to the target application window. The two 
final parameters passed in the message are a handle to the 
icon to show in the taskbar notification area and a string that 
serves as a tool tip message. 

The taskbar receives the message that encapsulates the 
parameters discussed above (step 42 in FIG. 7). The taskbar 
then uses the handle for the icon that was passed as part of 
the message from the application program to retrieve and 
display the icon within the taskbar notification area 28 
without substantially interrupting the execution of the active 
application (step 44). 

Consider an example wherein a mail program wishes to 
advise th e tasKbar tKaTifhas receivedniewelectronrcTBail 
message. Ins uclTarcase, tKelnairprD gram-sends-ajnessage 
t61Ke taslcbar asking the taskbar to add an icon that displays 
Qinfile en velope wllhin a mail slo t. The hanoie to ttie icon 
showing the single envelope in the mail slot is passed as part 
of the message that is sent to the taskbar. The taskbar then 
uses the handle provided by the mail program to display the 
icon in the taskbar notification area 28. 

The steps that are performed when an application program 
wishes to modify the icon shown within the taskbar notifi- 
cation area 28 are shown in FIG. 8. The application initially 
sends a message to the taskbar that specifies it wishes to 
modify an icon (step 46)- For example, suppose that the mail 
program wishes to change the icon to one that displays a 
mail slot with multiple envelopes to indicate that the user has 
now received multiple electronic mail messages. In such a 
case, the mail program sends a message to the taskbar 
indicating that it wishes to modify the icon and passes the 
handle to the new icon to be displayed. The taskbar receives 
the message (step 48), and the taskbar retrieves the modified 
icon and displays it in the taskbar notification area 28 (step 
50). 

The deletion of icons in the taskbar notification area 28 is 
handled in a similar fashion. As shown in FIG. 9, an 
application program sends a message to the taskbar to delete 
an icon using the ShelI_NotifyIcon() function as described 
above (step 52). Suppose that a print job is done and the print 
manager wishes to remove the printer icon 30 (FIG. 5) from 
the taskbar notification area 28. In such a case, the print 
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manager sends a message to the taskbar to delete the printer 
icon 30. The taskbar receives the message (step 54), and 
then, the taskbar removes the icon so that it is no longer 
displayed in the taskbar notification area (step 56). In the 
example case of the printer icon 30, the taskbar receives a 
message from the print manager and removes the printer 
icon from the taskbar. notification area 28. 

The notification area is part of the taskbar 24, which 
constitutes a separate window. The taskbar receives mouse 
messages when the mouse cursor is positioned over the 
taskbar window, including the taskbar notification area. The 
taskbar is responsible for notifying the application associ- 
ated with icons in the taskbar notification area 28 of mouse 
activities. Thus, when the mouse cursor is positioned to 
point at one of the icons displayed within the taskbar 
notification area 28, the taskbar performs the steps shown in 
FIG. 10. In particular, the taskbar receives a mouse message 
that specifies the coordinates of the mouse cursor and 
processes these coordinates to determine that the mouse 
cursor is currently pointing at one of the icons shown within 
the taskbar notification area 28 (step 58) in FIG. 10. The 
taskbar then sends a callback message to the application 
program associated with the icon to inform the application 
of the mouse activity. In particular, the taskbar may forward 
messages that were originally sent to the taskbar notification 
area. In this regard, the taskbar acts as a parent window. 
Thus, an application program may be informed of current 
mouse coordinates, whether the left, middle, or right button 
on the mouse is depressed or up, whether the mouse has 
moved, whether one of the mouse buttons has been clicked, 
and whether a double-click of one of the mouse buttons has 
occurred. Using this mechanism, the taskbar advises an 
application program of when an icon has been double- 
clicked on and the icon then decides what activides to 
perform (e.g., opening the application window). 

Those skilled in the art will appreciate that the icons 
displayed within the figures in the above description are not 
intended to be exhaustive of the icons that may be displayed 
within the taskbar notification area. Moreover, those skilled 
in the art will appreciate that the examples given above are 
intended to be merely illustrative and that other behaviors 
may be practiced by application programs. 

While the present invention has been described with 
reference to a preferred embodiment thereof, those skilled in 
the art will appreciate that various changes in form and detail 
may be made without departing firom the intended scope of 
the invention as defined in the appended claims. 

We claim: 

1. In a computer system having an output device and 
running an operating system having a shell thai provides a 
shell graphical user interface on the output device, a method 
comprising the steps of: . 

designating a portion of the shell graphical user interface 
as a notification area for displaying notifications, each 
said notification including a graphical object; 

mnning a first application program on the computer 
system; and 

displaying a notification fh)m a second application in the 
notification area with the shell, without substantially 
interrupting the running of the first application pro- 
gram. 

2. The method of claim 1 wherein the gr^hical object 
included in the notification is an icon and wherein the step 
of displaying the notification comprises the step of display- 
ing the icon without substantially intenupting the running of 
the first application program. 
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3. The method of claim 1 wherein the step of displaying 
the notification comprises the step of displaying a notifica- 
tion in the notification area using the system without sub- 
sianiially interrupting the running of the first application 
program to notify a user of an event. 

4. The method of claim 1 wherein the step of displaying 
the notification comprises the step of displaying a notifica- 
tion in the notification area using the system without sub- 
stantially interrupting the running of the first application 
program to convey status information to a user. 

5. The method of claim 1, further comprising the step of 
displaying a second notification in the notification area from 
a third application program using the system tool without 
interrupting the running of the first application program such 
that the second notification is displayed in the notification 
area along with the first notification that is already displayed. 

6. The method of claim 1 wherein the computer system 
further comprises an input device for manipulating a cursor 
on the output device in response to user actions and wherein 
the method further comprises the step of displaying infor- 
mation about the notification solely in response to the cursor 
pointing at the notification. 

7. The method of claim 1 wherein the computer system 
further comprises an input device for use by a user and 
wherein the method further comprises the step of activating 
a program to respond to the notification in response to the 
user using the input device to perform activities on the 
notification. 

8. The method of claim 7 wherein the input device is a 
mouse and the activities are double-clicking with the mouse 
on the notification. 

9. The method of claim 1, further comprising the step of 
removing the notification from the notification area when the 
notification is no longer required. 

10. The method of claim 1 wherein the system tool is part 
of the operating system. 

11. In a computer system having an operating system and 
an output device, a method comprising the steps of: 

running a first program on the computer system that 
provides a taskbar on the output device and a second 
program that is an application program, said taskbar by 
said operating system; 

designating a portion of the taskbar as a notification area 
that is reserved for displaying visual notifications to a 
user, 

running a third program on the computer system that 
provides a request to display a selected visual notifi- 
cation in the notification area; and 

in response to the request, displaying the selected visual 
notification in the notification area by said operating 
system without substantially interrupting the mnning of 
the second program. 

12. The method of claim 11 wherein the first program is 
an operating system and the step of running the first program 
comprises the step of rutming the operating system on the 
computer system. 

13. The method of claim 12 wherein the system tool is 
provided by the operating system. 

14. The method of claim 13 wherein the step of using the 
system resource to display the second visual notification 
further comprises the step of expanding the notification area 
to facilitate displaying the second visual notification along 
with the selected visual notification. 

15. The method of claim 11, further comprising the steps 

of: 

running a fourth program on the computer system that 
provides a request to display a second visual notifica- 
tion in the notification area; 
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in response to the request from the fourth program, using 
the system resource to display the second visual noti- 
fication along with the selected visual notification in the 
notification area without substantially interrupting the 
5 running of the second program. 

16. The method of claim 11 wherein the computer system 
further comprises an input device that a user may use to 
manipulate a cursor on the output device and wherein the 
method further comprises the step of displaying information 
about the selected visual notification solely in response to 
the cursor pointing at the selected visual notification in the 
notification area 

17. The method of claim 11 wherein the selected visual 
notification provides a user with a visual cue about a nature 
of the notification. 

18. The method of claim 11 wherein the selected visual 
notification is an icon and the step of displaying the selected 
visual notification comprises the step of displaying the icon 
in the notification area. 

19. The method of claim 11 wherein the step of running 
the third program on the computer system is performed 
without displaying an active window for the third program 
on the output device. 

20. The method of claim 11 wherein the computer system 
further comprises an input device that the user may use to 
perform activities on the selected visual notification and in 
response to the user using the input device to perform 
activities on the selected icon, opening an active window on 
the output device for the third program. 

21. The method of claim 11, further comprising the step 
of displaying additional visual notifications in the notifica- 
tion area using the system tool wherein each additional 
visual notification is unique and each additional visual 
notification provides a visual cue of a nature of the notifi- 
cation. 

22. The method of claim 11 wherein the selected visual 
notification notifies the user of an event. 

23. The method of claim 11 wherein the selected visual 
notification conveys status information to the user. 

24. In a computer system having an output device and 
running an operating system and a first application program, 
a method comprising the computer-implemented steps of: 

displaying a taskbar by the operating system on the output 
device; 

designating a portion of the taskbar as a notification area 
for displaying notifications wherein each said notifica- 
tion includes a graphical object; and 
displaying a first notification in the notification area at a 
request of the first application program. 

25. The method of claim 24 wherein the computer system 
runs a second application program and wherein the method 
further comprises the step of displaying a second notification 
concurrently with the first notification in the notification area 
in response to a request by the second application program. 

26. The method of claim 24, further comprising the step 
of displaying an additional notification in the notification 
area so that both the first notification and the additional 
notification are displayed in the notification area in response 
to a request by the first application program and the first 
notification differs from the additional notification. 

27. The method of claim 24 wherein the computer system 
includes a second application program that does not cur- 
rently have a non-closed window and wherein the method 
further comprises the step of displaying a second notification 
in the notification area in response to a request by the second 
application program. 

28. The method of claim 24 wherein the first application 
program provides the graphical object of the first notification 
to the operating system for display in the notification area 
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29. In a computer system having an output device and 
running an operating system having a shell that provides a 
shell graphical user interface on the output device, a com- 
puter-readable storage medium holding instructions for per- 
forming a method comprising the steps of: 5 

designating a portion of the shell graphical user interface 
as a notification area for displaying notifications, each 
said notification including a graphical object; 

running a first application program on the computer 
system; and 

displaying a notification from a second application in the 
notification area with the shell without substantially 
interrupting the running of the first application pro- 
gram. 

30. The computer-readable storage medium of claim 29 
wherein the graphical object included in the notification is 
an icon and wherein the step of displaying the notification 
comprises the step of displaying the icon without substan- 
tially interrupting the running of the first application pro- 
gram. 

31. The computer-readable storage medium of claim 29 
wherein the step of displaying the notification comprises the 
step of displaying a notification in the notification area using 
the system without substantially interrupting the running of ^ 
the first application program to notify a user of an event. 

32. The computer-readable storage medium of daim 29 
wherein the step of displaying the notification comprises the 
step of displaying a notification in the notification area using 
the system without substantially intemipting the running of 
the first application program to convey status information to 
a user. 

33. In a computer system having an operating system and 
an output device, a computer-readable storage medium 
holding instructions for performing a method comprising the ^5 
steps of: 

running a first program on the computer system that 
provides a taskbar on the output device and a second 
program that is an application program, said taskbar by 
said operating system; 40 

designates a portion of the taskbar as a notification area 
that is reserved for displaying visual notifications to a 
user; 

running a third program on the computer system that 
provides a request to display a selected visual notifi- 
cation in the notification area; and 

in response to the request, displaying the selected visual 
notification in the notification area by said operating 
tool without substantially interrupting the running of 
the second program. 

34. The computer-readable storage medium of claim 33 
wherein the first program is an operating system and the step 
of running the first program comprises the step of running 
the operating system on the computer system. 
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35. The computer-readable storage medium of claim 34 
wherein the method further comprises the steps of: 

running a fourth program on the computer system that 
provides a request to display a second visual notifica- 
tion in the notification area; and 

in response to the request from the fourth program* using 
the system resource to display the second visual noti- 
fication along with the selected visual notification in the 
notification area without substantially interrupting the 
running of the second program. 

36. The computer-readable storage medium of claim 35 
wherein the step of using the system resource to display the 
second visual notification further comprises the step of 
expanding the notification area to facilitate displaying the 
second visual notification along with the selected visual 
notification. 

37. In a computer system -having an output device and 
running an operating system and a first application program, 
a computer-readable storage medium holding instructions 
for performing a method comprising the computer-imple- 
mented steps of: 

displaying a taskbar by the operating system on the output 
device; 

designating a portion of the taskbar as a notification area 
for displaying notifications wherein each said notifica- 
tion includes a graphical object; and 

displaying a first notification in the notification area at a 
request of the first application program. 

38. The computer-readable storage medium, of claim 37 
wherein the computer system runs a second application 
program and wherein the method further comprises the step 
of displaying a second notification concurrently with the first 
notification in the notification area in response to a request 
by the second application program. 

39. The computer-readable storage mediimi of claim 37, 
further comprising the step of displaying an additional 
notification in the notification area so that both the first 
notification and the additional notification are displayed in 
the notification area in response to a request by the first 
application program and the first notification differs from the 
additional notification. 

40. The computer-readable storage medium of claim 37 
wherein the computer system includes a second application 
program that does not currently have a non-closed window 
and wherein the method further comprises the step of 
displaying a second notification in the notification area in 
response to a request by the second application program. 

41. The computer-readable storage medium of claim 37 
wherein the first application program provides the graphical 
object of the first notification to the operating system for 
display in the notification area. 

* - * * * 4c 
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